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27 April 1994
Abstract
Freeze-dried drama. About a week after it all happened I see the Benetton ad on the London Underground.
A black hand takes a baton from a white hand. Both are fuzzed by motion. Across the bottom right-hand
comer is the date, 27 April 1994. Green numbers on yellow, red, black, blue, enough colours to rival the
new flag. The United Colours flag. A man leans up against the edge of the ad frowning. There are no trains
and the air is smokey. I am very far away from where I was last week. I don't know how commuters read
this image. This is not how it was at all.
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Freeze-dried drama. About a week after it all happened I see the
Benetton ad on the London Underground. A black hand takes a baton
from a white hand. Both are fuzzed by motion. Across the bottom
right-hand comer is the date, 27 April 1994. Green numbers on yellow,
red, black, blue, enough colours to rival the new flag. The United
Colours flag. A man leans up against the edge of the ad frowning.
There are no trains and the air is smokey. I am very far away from
where I was last week. I don't know how commuters read this image.
This is not how it was at all.
On their plinths stand the stem worthies of another time, Victoria,
Grey, Brown. Their eyes are without eyeballs. They are in another
world. The sun shines, it is dry and clear, a perfect day. All along the
pavement, and the marigold beds, and the public toilets, stand people
evenly spaced. We face the City Hall, last used for symphony concerts.
A man on a park bench plays 'Hark the Herald Angels Sing' on a
mouth organ. It is a thin tune, not out of place. Could anything be out
of place, now, on this day, in this recharged, turned-about country?
We face forwards, waiting patiently as statues for history to happen.
As it will. As it must. We trust this. We can trust this now. Now we
can use this plural - we.
The camera crews make much of the statues, the Royal Hotel across
the street, the buildings marked Colonial, and the queue. They are in
guest of stories, quaint oppositions. Tomorrow in the paper there will
be the anecdote about the elderly man in Cape Town who came out to
support Jan Smuts.
Someone from the Los Angeles Sentinel plucks me out of the queue
for five minutes. They want a testimony, the tale of a conversion. Like,
I am white, but have come this distance to vote. Or, my father
supported apartheid, and here I stand, unarmed. What I say is, this is
a dream come true. My friend says, it is all I ever wanted. Desmond
Tutu is saying, it is like falling in love.
And truly it is all of these things, but it is also none of them.
Because, just looking at the scene, the sunshine, the line of people,
their bright t-shirts, the sunglasses brilliant with light, the ice-cream
man going up and down with a white and blue cooler box calling
'ice-cream', outdoing the man going up and down inaudibly
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murmuring the name of a party: just looking at this scene there is in
fact nothing to it, nothing much to it. There is no visible drama here.
That was yesterday, the toyi-toying crowds, Cry Freedom. Not today.
It has been a long road but the fact is - today we are simply voting.
Making our x's in South Africa.
A man says, we are standing here Like skittles, someone like Barend
Strydom could easily come and pick us off, we are sitting ducks. This is
of course true. However here is another strange plain truth. We make a
queue more orderly and evenly spaced than at a bus stop in England.
Somewhere, somehow, people have learned this patience.
Just in front are a mother and a son and her mother. The younger
woman wears crisp new green cotton in honour of the day. The older
woman keeps her arms folded. She tells me her grandchild is six
months short of his eighteenth birthday, he cannot vote. I can, she
says, without expression, without doubt.
As his mother turns away to buy cold Coke the boy slyly slips her lD
out of her pocket. Then he asks, with consternation, where is your ID?
She spends minutes looking, patting herself, crying Ai, Ai. But when
he hands it back to her, she simply hugs him. She doesn't laugh. The
older woman looks on, silent and baleful.
The breeze brings a faint smell of the sea and the toilets. My friend
has wandered off to read Henry Miller in the shade of the frangipani
trees. I keep her place in the line. This is OK, People keep peeling off
to go on short strolls, to stretch their legs, buy hot dogs. Two portly
men in shiny shirts come up to talk. They have heard there is better
voting up at the High School on the Bluff. You'll have less of a wait.
No one takes much notice. We have been here for hours, for decades.
I have heard talk in the past of the banality of evil. In this place we
have seen enough of what that might mean. You can swim here, but
you cannot swim here: we may not swim together. That well-known
grammar of illogicality.
Today another banality must be put on record, a banality that is
beautiful, that is benign. There is this ordinariness of queueing, of
passing the time, of dodging a neighbour's toppling ice-cream, and her
apologizing to the woman whose shoes are now stained.
Finally there is the little electric fan, a blue plastic propeller in a frail
metal cage, that looks as if it might not last the day but is still working.
This is to dry the invisible ink on our hands, the ink to prevent fraud.
And there are whispered reports here at the end of the queue, before
we file in, of voting chaos, and ballot boxes gone missing. Someone
has heard it on her transistor radio. But at the comical blue fan talk
stops. The woman guarding the silver metal box says ' push', as in
child-birth, because the wide slot is overstuffed.
Above these ramshackle plywood booths, 1 try to get a glimpse of the
stuccoed City Hall ceiling, which 1 remember as grand, imperial, but

27 April 1994

81

there is no time. My ice-cream stained hands stick to the pencil. The
stickiness I think will transmit to the next person.
'Push', the woman says again.
There are voters behind, voters ahead. It is so ordinary, it is so
miraculous. A warm breeze blows in from the sea through the open
door.
My friend steps out into the sun. Beer? she says, Down at the beach
or up on the Bluff? We have a few hours before the creche closes for
the day. I say, The beach.
The queue is garishly sun-lit, sedate and still very long. This is the
beauty of the banal .

